But Lewin has retained Steinbeck's three-act form, one per cd; and his musical style, eclectic, varies by setting. Accessible, it suggests such other composers as Aaron Copland (at the start of the farm act). Some orchestral passages do sound better than the vocal lines, reminding one of Mark Twain's remark that Wagner's music is better than it sounds.
Minor cavils include the inconsistent use of regional accents. As to recorded sound and singing, or even whether the recording forces were ever all together at once, one must note that all is serviceable (and that a second recording is unlikely). There is a certain lack of balance-the offstage circus music in the first act takes up a great deal of time, and the foghorns in the third act blare like an eternity of Eugene O'Neill. Voices seem often apart from their mikes.
Most important, what Lewin has recognized is that Steinbeck's original script was in effect spoken opera from the start-and therefore, had to be discarded. Gone are the tortured locutions that made some of us squirm in our seats. But retained is an operatic structure that could have turned into something verismo, had it been shorter and, in the end, less happy.
So often is the operatic hero role assigned to a tenor that it is odd to find Victor in that voice range, but that is likely a reflection of Joe Saul's "old man" image, which Victor repeatedly harps on. I should note that the Japanese scholar Hirosama Takamura has already published a translation of Lewin's libretto-a labor of no-pay love if ever there was one. In the end, we are left with a satisfying listening experience that is grateful to Steinbeck's text without bowing to it. We just need to acknowledge that Steinbeck heard an opera from the start-but couldn't read a score.
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